86     BRITISH INSTITUTIONS OF TO-DAY
we have only two safeguards. One is the fact that
hitherto the Army has been small, since we have re-
lied for defence mainly on our Navy—and the Navy
(unless it blockaded the ports) is never likely to
oppress us. The other is the fortunate circumstance
that both officers and men have normally spent
only a part of their working lives in the Army, so
that they do not form a caste distinct from the civil
population.
In any civil war the attitude of the Army might well
prove decisive, witness the alarm in March 1914, when
a number of officers stationed at the Curragh, on being
questioned (perhaps unwisely) about their intentions
in the event of war in Ireland, proposed to resign their
commissions or let themselves be cashiered, rather
than enforce a Home Rule Act against Ulster. It is
therefore most important that in any civil disturbance -
the Army should be confined to its primary function
of restoring law and order, while the duty of punish-
ment (always liable to be mixed up with politics) is
left to the ordinary law courts. Here also we have a
most valuable legal principle, the recognition of which
goes far to prevent the possibility on English soil of
acts of vengeance committed by armies elsewhere in
the aftermath of civil war. That principle, enshrined
in the Petition of Right (1628), is the non-recognition
of martial law. In actual fighting there is no law, and
it may be the duty of soldiers to kill those who resist
them, meeting violence with violence. What they are
not entitled to do is to employ summary methods for
the trial and punishment of prisoners, in relation to
whom their only duty is to keep them in safe custody.
A classic illustration of this invaluable rule may
be found in the unhappy history of Wolfe Tone, an

